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not directly affiliated with the IOC 
programs, if you are a new shooter.

Imagine for a moment that kids 
couldn’t get access to soccer balls 
before they could prove they were go-
ing to play soccer. It happens in some 
countries due to poverty. It’s not pov-
erty restricting the sport here. In this 
instance, the conundrum is that you 
can’t acquire a handgun to train and 
compete in handgun shooting events 
before proving you are proficient with 
a handgun for those events. 

THE AIR PISTOL ROUTE
One way to begin to navigate this 
situation is through air pistol – easily 
definable as part of the IOC and IPC 
programs, governed by the Interna-
tional Sport Shooting Federation (ISSF) 
and within Canada by the Shooting 
Federation of Canada (SFC, www.sfc-
ftc.ca.)

Current regulations exempt most air 
pistols from being defined as a firearm 
(for now) due to the restriction on veloc-
ity of the projectile. With this, it makes it 
accessible for most sports enthusiasts to 
acquire starting equipment.

The challenge then becomes find-
ing a suitable club and getting access 
to coaches, which, in the competitive 
world of shooting sports in Canada, has 
always been a challenge.

This is a challenge I have known inti-
mately, as I have vied for time with my 
coach for training and at times needing 
to coordinate a six or seven-hour travel 
time to be able to work face-to-face 
with my personal coach. Currently, 
there are limited people with the time 

On Dec. 15, 2023, Bill C-21 received 
Royal Assent. There were already 

handgun freezes in action via order in 
council, making firearm ownership and 
sport shooting challenging. However, 
C-21 really took the cake in this regard.

So, the question remains… now 
what? How do all the enthusiastic sport 
shooters keep moving forward in their 
events and, more importantly, how do 
new shooters get into the sport with so 
many new barriers in place? The path 
forward is rife with challenges, even 
for the experienced competitor, so how 
does a newcomer navigate this? And 
what are the events that new shooters 
can get into?

The biggest change is that individu-
als can no longer acquire handguns in 
Canada for sport shooting unless they 
are, “Individuals training, competing 
or coaching in a handgun shooting 
discipline that is on the program of 
the International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) or the International Paralympic 
Committee (IPC.)”

Note that the freeze did not change 
the classification of handguns. Licensed 
owners can continue to possess and use 
their registered handguns for target 
shooting and collection.

This now becomes a challenge to 
prove someone is training, compet-
ing or coaching in a handgun shooting 
discipline on the program of the IOC or 
IPC. There’s no fast or friendly rule that 
lays this out and, more importantly, it’s 
very difficult to train for an event when 
you can’t acquire the equipment to 
participate in that event. It also makes 
it difficult to train for one of the events 

 Olympic-type air 
pistols are typically 
of low enough power 
to be non-restricted. 



or interest to take up coaching and 
acquire certification through the Na-
tional Coaching Certification Program 
(https://coach.ca/new-coaching/about-
nccp.)

Therefore, accessing skilled coach-
ing for new shooters has been a real 
challenge. Those of us in the sport have 
known it for a long time; however, it’s 
also now up to us to help those enter-
ing the sport and aid new up-and-
coming coaches so we can all grow in 
the shooting sports, which is really 
what the goal is.

To some who have been shooting 
previously, or those who are interested, 
air pistol may not seem like the most 
glamourous event. My first-ever coach 
(also my father, a three-time Olympian 
in pistol shooting sports) insisted that 
if you could shoot air pistol success-
fully, you could transfer those skills to 
any other calibre with great success.

Air pistol is very active throughout 
the country, being the entry point for 
juniors. The competitions are high-
quality events, with international-level 
equipment. Opening your perception 
of opportunity for higher-calibre hand-
guns, you may just start with a .177 air 
pistol. They range in quality and cost, 
providing great opportunity for a per-
son in any walk of life to give it a try. 
There are some clubs starting to track 
training for club members to be able 
to use as supporting documentation 
for moving up in the calibres to other 
events. The Calgary Rifle and Pistol 
Club has a members’ training night, 
and the SFC is working on developing 
their Recreational Target Shooting pro-
gram (www.sfc-ftc.ca/en/recreational-
target-shooting-rts?rq=recreational.) 
The best option is to reach out to local 
clubs in your area and inquire if they 
have some form of a bullseye practice 
night or club-level matches and see 
how you can get involved.

RIMFIRE & CENTREFIRE
As it currently stands, the IOC uses 
22LR handguns for their 25-metre 
events (women’s 25-metre pistol, 
men’s rapid fire pistol) and .177-calibre 
air pistol for 10-metre events. The IPC 
uses the same calibres for their events, 
but they also still have the 50-metre 
event, which is typically shot with a 
single-shot 22LR handgun. The ISSF 
still has centrefire pistol in its official 
events, as well, typically shot with a 
.32-calibre handgun, although other 

centrefire pistols are allowed depend-
ing on the targets. However, it is no 
longer an Olympic recognized event.

If you already own a 22LR pistol, an 
option is to start with the standard pis-
tol event, which is an ISSF discipline 
no longer on the IOC list of events. All 
ISSF events are shot one handed with 
specific range commands and time 
limits to learn. All official rules can be 
found at the ISSF website (www.issf-
sports.org/rules), including the official 
rule book that can be downloaded as a 
pdf. Many bullseye leagues may have 
some variation of these events. If you 
only have a centrefire pistol, you can 
shoot the same course of fire as the 
25-metre pistol event at the Olympics, 
except with a centrefire pistol. There 
could also be a possibility of acquiring 
a 22LR conversion kit for an existing 
centrefire pistol. 

THE LETTER

Here is where the difficulty really be-
gins – acquiring that golden letter that 
will allow you to purchase a handgun. 
There is no one “right” way to acquire 
this letter. There are some provincial 
jurisdictions willing to support you 
with some conditions. The SFC has 
been supportive for the athletes on the 
national team or those aspiring to be. 
Being specific on what firearms are 
being requested for exemption and 
working closely with the provincial 
shooting organization and the chief 
firearms officer (CFO) for the province 
is essential. But, for many new shoot-
ers, participating in local club-level 
matches only comes at the generosity 
of other shooters bringing an extra 
pistol to share. So, to participate in 
local events and training in an IOC 
event means borrowing a pistol before 
being able to prove you are training 
for an event to then acquire a letter of 
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The best option 
for new shooters 
is to reach out to 
local ranges and 
provincial sport 
organizations 
and ask for 
advice on how to 
participate.
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year, at best, with importing only one 
part of the equation. Exporting out of 
source countries compounds the issue. 
Imports into Canada are for single 
firearms due to the requirement each 
firearm must have an exemption letter; 
however, exports out of other countries 
require several firearms to make the 
transportation, in-transit storage and 
other fees viable for the exporter. It 
leaves Canadian importers in a dif-
ficult place, with significant additional 
cost transferred to the buyer, making 
new firearms cost prohibitive for some. 
On top of which, most international 
manufacturers are not interested in 
dealing with individuals on their pur-

chases. A Canadian business importer 
is likely still the best option for navi-
gating the system.

This is not to dissuade anyone from 
starting the process. Moreover, see this 
as motivation. The more applications 
received by the CFOs, the greater the 
learning curve in how to navigate the 
process. Partnering with an importer 
willing to work with you on the paper-
work of your new firearm is going to 
be an important part of the process. 
When it comes to entry into the sport, 
most 22LR handguns will be able to 
compete; however, semi-automatics at 
the international level are preferred.

As for centrefire pistols, there 
remains some ambiguity in their 
acquisition. Although still recognized 
as an ISSF event, much of the target-
ing equipment used in Canada limits 
the use of the more powerful calibres. 
The best option for new shooters is to 
reach out to local ranges and provin-
cial sports organizations and ask for 
advice. But please realize that most of 
the individuals in the Olympic stream 
are volunteers and do not have all the 
answers. There is no easy way forward, 
but together, we will continue to keep 
the shooting sports community a wel-
coming and thriving place to be. 
 

exemption to purchase a firearm. The 
circular nature of this conundrum is 
enough to make your head spin!

Acquiring this letter of support is one 
thing, navigating through the purchase 
of a firearm and getting it imported 
into Canada has so far proved to be a 
challenge on its own. Your province of 
residence will determine how help-
ful the CFO will be towards assisting 
your efforts. To date, there have been 
few successful transfers of handguns 
between already registered and com-
peting individuals, and very few new 
handgun imports into Canada.

The process for acquiring a new, 
imported handgun is greater than a 
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A Walther GSP 
in 32 S&W 
Wadcutter on the 
25-metre rapid 
fire target. The 
little black bag 
attached to the 
ejection port is a 
brass catcher.

Purpose-built 
competition guns 
aren’t needed to 
start in Olympic-
type competition. 
This old S&W 
K-22 will work for 
some events.




